1. The boat. The product of an artisan or an architect?
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The Nordic boat and its 'standardised' shape
Th e layout and shape of boats vary strongly in diff erent parts of the world as a result of several individual factors. Th ere is rich variation in the way boats are built, in their basic concepts as well as in their shapes, proportions and structural details.
Among the large number of fi nds of boats and ships from Northern Europe, dating to the 3rd to 13th centuries, one group stands out as a class of its own: the double-ended, clinker-built vessels with overlapped plank strakes fastened to a gently curved keel, stem and stern. Th ese vessels primarily come from Scandinavia and the coastal areas of the Baltic and North Seas and they are members of what is commonly called the 'clinker-built Nordic boat type'.
Th ese boats, including Viking ships, comprise a group of complex three-dimensional structures that have been built on a well-defi ned basic concept, applied with creativity to form a multiplicity of shapes and sizes of vessels, guided by the boat builder's ability to combine functional requirements with aesthetic qualities-the artisan working without any involvement of an external architect.
Boats of this basic design built over a millennium ago, such as those found with the Gokstad ship of c. A.D. 900 from eastern Norway, are strikingly identical to a 12th-century boat found in Denmark and to the oselver boats being built today on the basis of living traditions in western Norway (Fig. 7.1 ). Th ey share identical basic features, having a double-pointed, elegant shape with rising lines towards the curved stems, as well as slender frames and beams which are symmetrical to the centre plane and placed with a regular, wide spacing along the length of the hull [3] .
To Scandinavians this set of features defi nes what is considered a 'proper boat shape' for a traditional boat. Th is is not strange, since the general pattern of the Nordic clinker-built boat during the centuries has been used in the construction of a wide range of shapes and sizes of vessels. For more than a millennium, clinker-built ships and boats could meet all the requirements for relatively safe transportation of warriors, merchants or emigrants on their voyages in the stormy North Sea and North Atlantic as well as for communication in home waters and on the large European rivers.
